Functional disturbance of the stress-adaptation system in patients with scleroderma.
There have been several reports indicating the association between recent stress experiences and the onset or the exacerbation of rheumatic diseases, although few such reports exist in patients with scleroderma (SSc). The present study was performed to elucidate whether there were any functional disturbances in the neuro-endocrine-immune system as a homeostatic system upon stress in SSc patients. Various serum levels of stress-related hormones and cytokines were examined before and after a mental calculation stress test, and a basal questionnaire study of sense of coherence (SOC, which is related to the ability to cope with stress), recent stress experiences, and quality of life (QOL) was performed in 17 SSc patients and in 38 healthy volunteers. Physical QOL state was impaired in patients, but there were no differences in recent stress experiences and SOC scores between patients and controls. Basal serum cortisol levels were similar in patients and controls, but increased levels of proinflammatory cytokine and noradrenalin were seen in SSc patients. Characteristically, contrary to the control group, whose cortisol levels increased significantly following the mental calculation stress test, no significant increase was observed in the patients when post-test cortisol levels were compared to pre-test levels, suggesting a defect in the normal cortisol response upon stress in SSc patients. The present results suggest that there may be impaired function of the neuro-endocrine-immune system upon stress in SSc patients.